The Bridge
Volume 10
Number 1 1/1/1987

Article 5

1987

Hanne Ravnholt: Pioneer Wisconsin Buttermaker
Reimert T. Ravenholt

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge
Part of the European History Commons, European Languages and Societies Commons, and the
Regional Sociology Commons

Recommended Citation
Ravenholt, Reimert T. (1987) "Hanne Ravnholt: Pioneer Wisconsin Buttermaker," The Bridge: Vol. 10 : No. 1
, Article 5.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/thebridge/vol10/iss1/5

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for inclusion
in The Bridge by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more information, please contact
scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Hanne Ravnholt: Pioneer
Wisconsin Buttermaker
by REIMERT
T. RAVENHOLT
The historical marker placed along Highway 35 near
Luck, Wisconsin,
commemorating
the founding of
Wisconsin's first cooperative creamery-the Luck Creamery
Company-on
the north shore of nearby Little Butternut

Hanne Ravnholt - Pioneer Wisconsin Buttermaker

-5-

Lake, West Denmark, notes that "the first Buttermaker was a
Danish woman who made butter in large wooden churns." A
brief history of this pioneering Danish woman was provided
by her son, Ansgar Ravnholt, a few years before his death in
1964. 1 This author, a grandson, has contributed additional
details from more recently discovered records.
Inger Johanne Thestrup Ravnholt-known
as Hanne
Ravnholt in West Denmark-was
born April 9, 1852, the
youngest of eight children of Jens and Kirstine Thestrup,
Vranum, Almind Sogn, near Viborg, Denmark.
"As a young woman, she decided to learn buttermaking. Everything from the milking of the cows
to the finished product was done by women in
those days. She chose to go to Gedser Gaard on the
south end of Falster Island-····an early experiment
station and model farm with a three-year course in
Farm Management for men and in Buttermaking
for women. During the first year she had to milk 20
cows three times daily and keep all utensils clean.
These were nearly all of wood, as were most floors,
so it was well that she was strong and healthy. But
the first years were a difficult trial. After completing two years at Gedser Gaard, she was offered a
position on a large estate on Fyn, where she remained until the spring of 1878 when she took the
summer course for girls at Askov Folkschool.
Subsequently she returned to her parental home
near Viborg for a few months until her marriage to
Anders Christian Ravnholt 2 on October 12, 1878,
following which they moved to Ravnholt Gaard
where they farmed for five years and where two
children, Kirsten and Kristen, were born.
"Father worked hard to improve the soil by hauling marl from distant pits, but the times were unfavorable. The opening up of new land in the
United States and other countries brought a flood
of cheap products on the European market. The
dairy industry, which got its real start with the
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cooperative creameries, had not yet developed. So
they decided to sell their interest in Ravnholt Gaard
and emigrate to the United States.
"Mother was not particularly in favor thereof,
but if they could settle in one of the places where
their countrymen had formed colonies, she would
consent. My father's two youngest brothers, Kristian and Andreas, already had left and were in the
Middle West.
''Mother was very seasick during the transatlantic
passage and with two small children, it was a difficult trip. They stopped at Ashland, Michigan,
where a Danish settlement had been started, but
didn't think it was a favorable place and so continued on toward Elk Horn, Iowa, where one of the
brothers lived.
"On the way something happened that changed
their fortunes for a long time. Father had, in addition to their tickets to Atlantic, Iowa, the balance
of his money, nearly $1100, on a bank draft, which
he cashed at a bank in Grand Rapids, Michigan.
He did not have a chance to put the cash in his
money belt but put it in a billfold in his coat
breast pocket. On the streetcar, as he stood near
the steps guarding their baggage, another passenger
in leaving caused some of it to roll off. It was then,
as he stepped down to pick up the baggage, that
someone apparently 'lifted' his billfold. Police were
notified, but there were a lot of strangers in town
for a fair and the money was not recovered.
"Charitable people helped them with food until
they reached Elk Horn, Iowa, and others signed
notes that procured 80 acres of land and lumber for
a shack, where they barely wintered. Mother was
taken ill with typhoid and the little boy, Kristen,
died of it, so it was 'discouraging' to put it mildly.
"In the spring they were made an offer on the
house and land that would clear them of all indebtedness. They accepted.
-7-

V ranum - Almind Sogn (in relation to Viborg).
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Almind Kirke (where Inger Johanne Thestrup Ravnholt was
christened, confirmed and married).

"During the winter they had become acquainted
with Hans Christian Jensen, who had a farm in Polk
County, Wisconsin, near Milltown, and with
Kristian Hendricksen, who had lived there and
wanted to return.
"That helped them decide to go there, too. They
arrived in the early summer of 1884 and during the
first year and a half lived with Hans C. Jensen.
"During that time Father took what work could
be had and already the first summer got possession
of 80 acres bordering what later became Highway
35 between Milltown and Luck. The following
winter, walking 2 l /2 miles each way daily, he
began chopping down trees and clearing the land.
The next year, in 1885, they built the first part of
the house, the middle part, of what we lived in.
-9-

They got a team of oxen, too, but I never saw them.
"Just about then, in the spring of 1885, a
Cooperative Creamery was organized-the
first of
its kind in Wisconsin. Dean Henry of the University of Wisconsin's Agricultural College had urged
the Danes of the settlement to follow the example
of their kinsmen in Denmark. That started the
Cooperative Creamery located at the north side of
Little Butternut Lake." 3
At an initial meeting called by Nelson Lawson on March
14, 1885, a Board of Directors was elected: Hans P. Christensen, Jorgen Jensen, Martin C. Jensen, Peder Larsen,
Nelson Lawson, Poul Nielsen, and J. P. Skou, who
organized and incorporated the "Luck Creamery Company,"
capitalized by issuance of 160 shares at $15 each ($2400).
During the following year, the Board proceeded with
building a creamery and ice house and the purchase of
installation of needed equipment.
"When the time came to find a buttermaker, my
mother presented her application and credentials. It
helped that a man who had taken the course in
farm management at Gedser Gaard declared, "If
she has a recommendation
from T esdorff, she
would know how to make butter'. " 4
On February 20, 1886, "It was unanimously voted that
the Executive Committee be and is hereby authorized to
make contract with Andrew (sic) Ravnholt and Hannah
Ravnholt, his wife, for their respective services for several
months the coming summer, to wit: Andrew Ravnholt to
gather cream five days per week and such other duties as will
be required of the persons gathering cream; he to keep one
horse and to assist his wife when not gathering cream. His
wife, Mrs. Hannah Ravnholt, to take charge of creamery
and such other duties as may be required of her, for sixty
(60) dollars (combined salary) per month, providing Mrs.
Ravnholt can furnish a recommendation to the satisfaction
of said committee. " 5
-10-

Creamery in West Denmark.

Copies of initial contracts made to obtain the services of
Hanne and Anders Ravnholt as Buttermaker and Cream
Collector, respectively, are shown as Appendices A and B.
Similar contracts also retained the services of Christian
Hendricksen (a maternal great grandfather of the current
author) and Jorgen S. Malling as Cream Collectors.
"The creamery operated those first years from
May 1 to November and we spent the winters at the
farm between Luck and Milltown.
"Father collected the cream from the small farms
and herds scattered throughout the woods and took
care of the machinery in between. Mother took a
trip to Cedar Falls, Iowa, to a creamery operated
by steam engines and owned by a Mr. Slifsgaard,
and learned how that was run. In her previous
experience they had depended on horsepower. The
steam engine went pretty well for years until it
blew a rivet.
"It was in the early nineties that they left the
management to Hans Hjort, and not so long after
-11-

built their own creamery at the farm between Luck
and Milltown, which they ran until the fall of 1898.
"Those were busy years. Mother had both the
house and creamery and us children to care for. 6
In the summer months the gathered cream had to
be churned soon after arrival and Father had to
leave with the weekly load of butter at 2:00 a.m.
to get it on the morning train at St. Croix Falls.
Only after that could Mother catch a little sleep. " 7
A thorough commitment to high quality "Danish"
butter is revealed by Rules and Regulations adopted by the
Board of Directors for the production and handling of milk
and Cream:
"1. Any patron found selling milk from an un-

healthy cow or from cows still feverish from calving will be dropped and the case reported to the
civil authorities. Cream from cows must not be
taken before five (5) days after calving.
"2. Cream from cows allowed to drink stagnant
or foul water, or to eat cleanings from horse stables,
cabbages, turnips, onions, or anything that will
taint milk, will not be accepted.
"3. Cream from milk showing careless and
unclean milking, or containing insects or dirt of
any kind, will not be accepted.
"4. All patrons will be required to use tin pails
to milk in and to strain their milk through a double
strainer-wire and cloth.
"5. All milk vessels must be thoroughly cleansed
by first washing, then scalding and airing sufficiently to keep them perfectly sweet; the tanks must
be kept perfectly fresh and clean.
"6. Milk must be kept out of vegetable cellars
and its surroundings be kept free from all odors
and impurities.
"7. No tainted, sour or frozen cream will be received.
"8. No collector will, in any case, take any
-12-
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Map of Polk County, showing luck and Milltown Townships
where cream was collected.

cream except what he himself skims from the cans.
"9. Any patron discovered tampering with cream
in any fraudulent way will be dropped and subject
to punishment by law.
"10. Cream from milk standing in low temperature is thin and will not hold out. Such cream will
not be taken unless proper reduction is made. The
proper temperature for milk to stand in is from 50
to 60 degrees; to make honest cream, milk should
stand from 12 to 24 hours in summer and from 24
to 36 hours in winter before skimming .
"11. Ice and snow are detrimental to cream and
-13-

when used in milk will not be taken.
"12. Two different milkings must not be put into
the same can, nor must the milk or can be disturbed
after the milk is set.
"13. The length of time milk must stand before
skimming will depend upon the condition of the
cream, which will in all cases be determined by the
collector, who must be the judge of his own route.
"14. It is distinctly understood by all that when
the word inch is used, it is used as the equivalent of
a pound of butter. The Company reserves to itself
the right to pay any patron for the number of
pounds his cream will make.
"15. Patrons are required to notify the Company
at once of any neglect of the collectors or any
failure on their part to conform with the above
rules.
"16. Cream of milk from cows which have not
been milked the last 24 hours previous must not be
taken.
"Motion made and seconded that the above
Rules and Regulations for patrons of Luck Creamery
Company be and are hereby adopted. Carried. " 8
At the beginning and during a considerable number of
years, the Luck Creamery Company was necessarily a fragile
operation, dependent upon the friendly yet businesslike
cooperation of many people and the faithful performance of
duties by Hanne Ravnholt and other paid staff.
During the latter 1880s, farmers were paid 6 1 /2 to 15
cents per inch of cream-approximately
equal to a pound of
butter-and
the finished product sold to merchants in New
York City and elsewhere for about double the price paid the
farmers. In the first year, 1886, "The total amount received
for butter is $2019. 73 of which $1030. 69 has been paid
patrons for cream and $798. 73 paid for general expenses for
making butter and running creamery. $70.31 is the amount
of dividend on shares for the year 1886 and $120 is for the
Reserve Fund, being 15 per centum on $800, the estimated
cost of creamery at that time. "9
-14-

After five years, Hanne Ravnholt relinquished her role
as Buttermaker to Hans Hjort. In 1892, she and Anders
launched their own "A. C. Ravnholt Danish Creamery" at
their farm between Luck and Milltown, which they operated
for six years. With profits realized from the creamery, the
farm was built up to become the principal family enterprise
after 1898.
Thus, with early rigorous training in buttermaking and
a pioneering need to help her family and community, a
determined Danish woman helped write an initial chapter in
the development of Wisconsin's now greatly renowned dairy
industry.

FOOTNOTES
1 A. B. Ravnholt, "My Ancestral Home and Glimpses of Its History,"
(written about 1960 and retained by R. T. Ravenholt).
2 Anders C. Ravnholt,

eldest of seven children of Christian Andersen
Ravnholt, was born on Ravnholt Gaard, Thorning Sogn, October 12,
1846, and grew to manhood there. In 1870, at age 24, he emigrated to
the United States where he worked on farms and railroads in Minnesota and in the goldfields of Montana, until 1876, when he returned to
Denmark via the Missouri River and the U.S. Centennial Exposition at
Philadelphia (briefly described in a notebook he kept.)

3 Ravnholt, op cit.
4 Ibid.

5 Minutes of Meetings of the Board of Directors, Luck Cooperative
Creamery, 1885 to 1891 (retained by Nelson Lawson and heirs).
6 During the early years in Wisconsin, Hanne and Anders Ravnholt had

five more children, of whom two, Clara and Ansgar, survived
infancy. Ansgar B. Ravnholt, the writer of most of this history, was
born June 2, 1888, at the Creamery north of Little Butternut Lake. He
married Kristine Petersen of West Denmark on July 10, 1917. Ten
children were born to this union, nine of whom survive: Albert,
Halvor, Eiler, Johanne, Reimert, Otto, Gerda, Agnes, and Astrid.
7 Ravnholt, op cit.

8 Minutes of Meetings, op. cit.
9 Ibid
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ILLUSTRATIONS
Photographs of Hanne Ravnholt, Creamery at West Denmark, and map
of Polk County from A. Bobjerg, En Dansk Nybygd i Wisconsin
(Danskeme i Polk County), Ved Udvalget for Folkeoplysnings Fremme. I
Commission hos G. E. S. Gad. (Kobenhavn 1909).
Map of Vranum - Almind Sogn from Danmark 1:100,000 Topografisk
Atlas, Geod~tisk Institute, (Kobenhavn 1982).
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